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Space in the City, Winchester, 7 November 2012 

Death is nothing at all? 

Before I begin, a word of explanation – all the speakers to date have spoken about 

loss from a very personal perspective – they’ve each had an insight into a very 

particular kind of loss which is not common to the great majority of people.  By 

contrast, the kind of loss I’ll be talking about – loss through death – is something we 

all experience – and looking round this room I think I’m probably safe in assuming not 

only that you’ve experienced it, but that you’ve experienced it several, maybe even 

many times.  So my talk will be more general, I’m speaking to an experienced 

audience – and you’ll all have your own particular stories of bereavement and loss.  

What I say will not be a one-way talk, from me to you, but a co-operative one – 

because you’ll be making sense of what I say by bringing your own experience to 

bear upon it.  And when I talk about bereaved people, I’m not talking about a group 

apart, I’m talking about a group that includes us. 

I want to begin by sharing a vivid memory I have of one of the first funerals I ever 

took after I’d been licensed as a Reader.  Obviously I met with the family beforehand 

– and amongst other things – we talked about the readings they’d like to have at the 

funeral service.  As often happens, they left the choice of Bible reading to me, but for 

the other reading they wanted something they’d heard at other funerals, words by 

Canon Henry Holland from which the title of this talk is taken: 

Death is nothing at all. 

I have only slipped away into the next room... 

Call me by my own familiar name. 

Speak to me in the easy way 

which you always used.... 

I think they felt these words had a positive ring to them, that somehow they took the 

sting out of what had happened.  But when the words were actually being read at the 

funeral, I happened to look across to the family in front of me, and they were in floods 

of tears.  Because, whatever the words were saying, at that moment, for them, death 

was not nothing at all, it was everything.  And far from slipping away into the next 

room – an action which in other circumstances would include the possibility of a 

return – the person who had died – and for whom they were grieving – would never 

come back, conversations could never be resumed, the relationship had been 

severed once and for all. 

And any talk of hope which does not take account of the finality of death and the 

bitter reality of loss is not really hope at all – it’s a form of denial. 

Whenever you listen to people who’ve been bereaved, you realise they not just 

bereaved, they’re bereft.  They’ve not just lost a person – the whole landscape of 

their lives has changed and they’ve lost their bearings.  It’s like a tsunami.  The 

known landmarks by which they’ve organised their lives – and which have given their 

lives meaning – have been swept away. They’re in a new and very unfamiliar place.  

Their sense of themselves and their place in the scheme of things has changed.  
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People who’ve lost both parents may suddenly see themselves as orphans – even 

when they’re in their 50s and 60s and may have families of their own.  An unmarried 

friend of mine put it like this when her mother died – ‘I no longer come first with 

anybody’.  Those who lose a child will talk about losing their own future.  And those 

who lose a partner or spouse will say it’s like losing half of themselves.  C S Lewis 

likened it to being a ship with only one engine: 

The starboard engine has gone.  

I, the port engine, must chug along somehow  

till we make harbour.  

And this strange, uncharted landscape can also lead to isolation, a feeling of being 

cut off.  Very often when someone’s bereaved, you’ll hear people saying ‘Of course, 

they’ve got their family.  The support system is in place.’  And families can and do 

support each other.  But families can also increase the sense of isolation.  People 

who’ve lost a husband or wife will frequently say when they’re given the chance to 

talk about how they’re feeling, that their children just don’t understand.  Of course, in 

one sense they don’t – and they can’t.  They can’t stand in their surviving parent’s 

shoes.  Instead, they’re standing in their own shoes, experiencing loss in their own 

way, as son or daughter.  Grief turns us inwards, and when we’re grieving we don’t 

have the emotional energy to enter into someone else’s grief as well. 

And this sense of isolation is made even worse when the society to which they 

belong no longer knows quite how to treat the person who’s bereaved.  People cross 

over the road to avoid them because they don’t know what to say or they’re afraid it’ll 

get emotional and they won’t be able to cope.  Or people somehow drop them from 

their social consciousness.  I remember a mother whose teenage son had died, 

talking about how she’d been ostracised by other parents, even people she’d 

considered her friends, almost as if she was contagious and that by being with her 

they were putting their own children at risk of the same thing happening.  And I’ve 

lost count of the number of times I’ve heard widows and widowers talking of the way 

their social circle has shrunk – invitations to dinner parties have dried up because 

they no longer fit the social norm, they’ve become an embarrassment.  And C S 

Lewis goes further than that, when he says:  

To some I’m worse than an embarrassment.  I am a death’s head. 

Whenever I meet a happily married pair I can feel them both thinking. 

‘One or other of us must some day be as he is now.’ 

There’s something very important that you very quickly learn when you start listening 

to bereaved people – and that is that each bereavement is unique and it’s also very 

complex.  A whole web of different factors is involved.  First and foremost, there’s the 

uniqueness of the person who’s died, and the uniqueness of the bereaved person’s 

relationship with them.  Then there’s the nature of the death itself.  It makes a 

difference if death has come quietly, at the close of a long and fulfilled life, rather 

than abruptly, putting a sudden end to a young life full of promise.  It makes a 

difference if someone has suffered a slow and maybe painful deterioration, when 
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they almost seem to have been taken away by inches and some of the grieving has 

already been done. 

And our own life experiences will also affect our grieving.  One of the first 

bereavement visits I ever made was to someone whose spouse had died.  But what 

that person told me started long before that, with another death, the death of a child, 

a death that had never fully been faced up to, and all those buried feelings had come 

flooding back and were adding to this new bereavement. 

And yet, even though everyone’s story is unique, we also find that our stories have 

much in common, because being bereaved is part of what it means to be human.  

Our lives are lived in relationship with each other – that’s what helps to give them 

meaning – but at the same time, death is an inescapable fact of life.  And when these 

two things come together, we find that grief is the price we must pay for love.  I 

wonder if you remember that those were words the Queen sent to the American 

people after 9/11. 

That’s why we find that our grieving follows patterns which are common to other 

people and which can be identified and described.  One of the pioneers in studying 

bereavement was Colin Murray Parkes, who said there were four main stages that 

people pass through after they’ve been bereaved. 

First of all, there’s that feeling of numbness and shock, when the mind and even the 

body seem to shut down – just as they do after any serious injury – because ‘we 

cannot bear too much reality’, as T S Eliot puts it. 

Then, although the sense of unreality remains, sensation returns – and often returns 

with a vengeance – and a whole maelstrom of feelings are released – not just intense 

longing and grief, but also anger and guilt – as our minds play over again and again 

what has happened and all that led up to it. 

And that in turn gives way to a period disorganisation and despair, when we begin to 

accept the reality of the situation, and the fact that we’re still here, but feel we just 

can’t cope in this new landscape we find ourselves in.  Our lives can’t be remade. 

But finally, most of us do win through to a state of acceptance, when we begin to 

adjust to what has happened, to let go, to move on and make a new life;  when we 

discover there is life beyond loss, maybe even hope. 

That’s not the same as ‘getting over it’;  it’s allowing it to become part of the new 

landscape in which we now find ourselves.  My parents lost their first child at five 

months.  My mother certainly never got over it.  She never forgot being clutched at by 

that baby’s little hands as he suffered repeated heart attacks;  she was shaped by 

the experience, but her life was no longer dominated by it. 

This kind of model of grieving probably makes sense to us, you may have felt you 

recognised it – but there’s also a problem with it.  It makes grieving too tidy – it’s as 

though you leave one stage behind as you move on to the next, whereas in reality it’s 
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not as simple as that.  I think bereavement often feels much more like a game of 

snakes and ladders – one day you may feel you’re beginning to cope and are moving 

forward, and the next, you’re plunged back into the emotional maelstrom that you felt 

at the beginning.  It feels like two steps forward, three steps back!  But even in 

Snakes and Ladders, you’ll eventually make it to the top of the board, and the 

grieving person usually makes it through to acceptance. 

But the important thing to remember is that it doesn’t happen overnight.  Grieving is a 

process, it’s a journey;  it has to be gone through -and it can take a long time.  And 

one of the things that can so often add to a person’s plight is that other people have 

forgotten and moved on, when the bereaved person has only just begun the long 

haul.  There’s a real challenge to all of us in that. 

I’ve talked at length about grief because if there’s to be hope beyond loss, we need 

to be clear about loss itself.  I said at the beginning, hope which does not take 

account of the finality of death and the bitter reality of loss is not really hope at all – 

it’s a form of denial. 

So where can we find hope in the dark realities of bereavement?  The simple answer 

for the Christian is, of course, in the Resurrection.  We find it in the risen, living 

person of Jesus.  Many funerals begin with Jesus’s own words – 

‘I am the resurrection and the life,’ says the Lord.  

‘Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live,  

and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.’ 

– and even people with no great faith will often find great comfort in the sound and 

rhythm of these familiar words.  The resurrection is God’s guarantee that death does 

not have the last word – that what we may be experiencing , here and now, as final, 

is in fact just the beginning. 

But this simple answer – this great ‘given’ of the Christian faith – is not nearly so 

simple in practice.  Somehow it has to be appropriated, reworked if it’s to make 

sense in this new landscape of grief, where the old familiar landmarks and the old 

familiar certainties – including the certainties of faith – have been swept away.  We 

discover faith is not a ‘quick fix’, doesn’t inoculate us against the pain of loss.  A 

father who lost his twenty five year old son in a climbing accident put it like this: 

A friend said, ‘Remember he’s in good hands’.  I was deeply moved. 

But that really does not put Eric back in my hands now.  That’s my grief. 

For that grief, what consolation can there be other than having him back? 

And for some people, faith can even seem to make things worse.  When C S Lewis 

lost his wife, he described how kind people would tell him she was now with God.  

And this was his response; 

Talk to me about the truth of religion and I’ll listen gladly. 

Talk to me about the duty of religion and I’ll listen submissively. 

But don’t come talking to me of the consolation of religion or I shall suspect 

you don’t understand. 
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They’re words that should put us all on our guard when we are with bereaved people.  

In those situations, actions will often speak louder than words.  Listen again to words 

written by that father who’d lost his son: 

To comfort me, you have to come close. 

Come sit beside me on my mourning bench. 

It’s an allusion, of course, to the experience of Job.  When he suffered overwhelming 

losses, including the loss of all his children, his friends got it so exactly right when 

they came and sat with him in his grief in silence.  It was only later that they got it 

spectacularly wrong when they began to preach at him and lost sight of Job himself. 

What both C S Lewis and that father found – and what many of us will have found in 

our own experience – is that the journey through grief also involves a journey through 

faith, and that the two keep step with each other.  C S Lewis may have called his 

great classic ‘A Grief Observed’ but it’s also a faith observed.  And the faith journey 

can also feel like snakes and ladders, as we confront all the questions and feelings 

that are being stirred up – about God, about life, about suffering, about life after 

death – and ultimately, about ourselves.  And like that person I visited who needed to 

talk about a child’s death before talking about the loss of a spouse, the questions and 

feelings we find ourselves asking may come from something very deep-rooted in our 

past which has suddenly been re-activated by what has just happened and which 

needs to be addressed. 

Because just as each bereavement is unique, so each journey of faith will be unique 

too.  It’s about our relationship with God, in these circumstances, when we’ve lost 

this person, in this way, and this is what it’s meaning at this particular moment.  But 

it’s a journey that has to be made, if we’re to experience and rediscover God in a new 

and deeper way.  Before the resurrection there was the crucifixion. 

I think this is something all the speakers so far have shown – that there are some 

things that can only be learned through the experience of loss – that suffering and 

love are intertwined, not just in our own experience, but in the very nature of God 

himself. 

This was brought home to me very vividly when I read something written by a man 

whose wife had died tragically young from cancer.  He described a visit they’d both 

made to Coventry Cathedral and something his wife had said about the Graham 

Sutherland tapestry of Christ in Glory. 

She pointed out to me the remarkable interpretation of Christ’s face. 

Half of the face was beautiful and glorified, 

half of the face was charred and burnt. 

That, as she explained to me, was a perfect representation of glory – a 

mixture of beauty and pain. 

He wrote these words at the end of a book in which he’d charted his own personal 

journey through grief and faith after she’d died – and he added 

If we are to experience the glory that Christ longs to give, 

then we must learn to live with both the scars and the splendour. 
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Books on bereavement often make the point that how we cope with the little losses of 

life will affect how we cope with the very big losses, including death.  And books on 

theology tell us that resurrection is about transformation, it’s not about life continuing 

as before, only with one person now living in another room.  Paul tells us we shall all 

be changed.  And the more I’ve thought about hope beyond loss, I’ve found myself 

putting these two things together, and seeing how the twin journeys of grief and of 

faith are like a little transformation – a discovery of hope beyond loss – and they give 

us a just a glimpse of the total transformation that the resurrection will bring. 
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